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CHAPTER ONE 
THE SACRIFICIAL ECONOMY OF LUIS BUÑUEL 
JUSTIN REMES 
“Atheists are obsessed with God.”  
—Salman Rushdie  
In a 1959 interview with Jean de Baroncelli, the great Surrealist 
filmmaker Luis Buñuel famously declared, “I’m an atheist still, thank God” 
(qtd. in Kyrou 120). In fact, as anyone who has seen Buñuel’s films can 
attest, he is more than simply an atheist; he is also an antitheist. That is, not 
only does he lack faith in God, he actively opposes such faith, frequently 
using scathing satire and blasphemy to challenge religious hegemony. Still, 
in spite of Buñuel’s anticlericalism and atheism, it would be difficult to find 
a director more obsessed with God. Religious topoi are ubiquitous in 
Buñuel’s filmography, and this includes a particularly prevalent (albeit 
undertheorized) topos of sacrifice. I want to argue that Buñuel’s sacrificial 
economy reveals a great deal about his complex relationship to religion. I 
also want to suggest that Buñuel’s appropriation of this religious theme is 
philosophically rich, anticipating Jacques Derrida’s theorizations of 
sacrifice in The Gift of Death (Donner la mort).   
Before addressing the motif of sacrifice per se, it will be useful to attempt 
to outline Buñuel’s relationship to religious faith. It would seem that this 
could be done with a single word: antagonism. Yet Buñuel’s own statements 
on the matter often complicate such assumptions. For example, in a 1977 
New Yorker interview, Buñuel asserts, “I’m not a Christian, but I’m not an 
atheist either,” adding, “I’m weary of hearing that accidental old aphorism 
of mine ‘I’m [still] an atheist, thank God.’ It’s outworn. Dead leaves”1 (qtd. 
in Ferlita 155). This statement initially seems to imply that Buñuel had 
experienced some kind of conversion and was now a believer. However, his 
subsequent statements and writings all contravene such a view. In particular, 
his autobiography, My Last Sigh (Mon dernier soupir), published several 
years after the New Yorker article, features a chapter entitled “Still an 
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Atheist…Thank God!” in which Buñuel asserts that “[c]hance governs all 
things” (171), adding, “I myself have no faith” (173).   
How can one resolve this ostensible paradox? Did Buñuel obtain a kind 
of faith for a brief period, only to lose it again? Was he merely confused 
about his own beliefs? I would argue that the issue has more to do with 
semantics than metaphysics. Rejecting the label “atheist” is in no way 
equivalent to believing in God. This can be seen by the fact that, in 
contemporary America, “roughly twice as many people state that they do 
not believe in God as describe themselves as atheists” (Cheyne 33). For 
some reason, Buñuel had grown weary of the designation “atheist.” Perhaps 
he simply found labels in general to be facile and restrictive. Or perhaps the 
word suggested to him a kind of epistemological certainty which he was not 
comfortable subscribing to.2 At any rate, it seems that by the time he began 
writing his autobiography, he was using the term “atheist” again, this time 
without explicit reservations. However one chooses to reconcile Buñuel’s 
contradictory claims, there is no evidence to suggest that Buñuel ever 
regained the faith that he lost as a teenager.  
But this is not to suggest that Buñuel’s relationship to religion is 
unambiguous. Consider one of the most memorable passages from My Last 
Sigh, in which Buñuel relates a vivid dream that he had in his seventies:  
In it I see the Virgin, shining softly, her hands outstretched to me. It’s a very 
strong presence, an absolutely indisputable reality. She speaks to me—to 
me, the unbeliever—with infinite tenderness; she’s bathed in the music of 
Schubert […] My eyes full of tears, I kneel down, and suddenly I feel myself 
inundated with a vibrant and invincible faith. When I wake up, my heart is 
pounding, and I hear my voice saying: “Yes! Yes! Holy Virgin, yes, I 
believe!” It takes me several minutes to calm down. (95)  
The dream does not succeed in converting Buñuel, of course; for all its 
visceral impact, it cannot ultimately overcome his intellectual skepticism. 
Nonetheless, the anecdote reveals a mind that is constantly haunted by the 
specter of religion. Even though Buñuel did not believe in God, he could 
never escape God. His strict religious training by Jesuits throughout his 
childhood in Calanda, Spain, left an indelible mark on him, and this explains 
why religious themes are so prevalent in his films. As Steven Kovács asserts, 
“[Buñuel] turned against the sexual and political restraints of Catholicism 
without being able to divest himself completely of its trappings” (189). Or, 
as Buñuel himself would put it, in a 1980 essay, “I remain Catholic and 
atheist, thank God” (An Unspeakable Betrayal 263).  
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Most scholarly work on the religious content of Buñuel’s films focuses 
on his blasphemies, such as his placement of Jesus Christ at the center of a 
violent, Sadean orgy in L’Âge d’or (The Golden Age) (1930), or his 
recreation of Da Vinci’s The Last Supper using drunkards and beggars in 
Viridiana (1961).3 I have no desire to downplay the centrality of blasphemy 
in Buñuel—his irreverent playfulness with religious iconography is an 
important expression of his anticlericalism and antitheism. Nonetheless, this 
focus on blasphemy has often led to a critical neglect of other ways that 
religious topoi function in Buñuel’s films. In particular, I want to draw 
attention to Buñuel’s frequent use of the theme of sacrifice, analyzing its 
religious and philosophical valences. 
While the centrality of sacrifice in Buñuel has received little scholarly 
attention, there have been occasional references to it. For example, Tom 
Conley argues that Buñuel’s Surrealist documentary, Las Hurdes (aka Land 
Without Bread) (1932), constitutes “a cinema of sacrifice” (184), given the 
film’s several ritualized murders. He cites a scene in which a goat falls off 
a cliff to its death (the goat has obviously been pushed by the crew), as well 
as the decapitation of a cock as part of a wedding celebration. (This is not to 
mention the gruesome footage of a mule being stung to death by bees—
Buñuel smeared honey on the mule in order to achieve the shot.) Conley’s 
analysis of the film is compelling, but it must be emphasized that Buñuel’s 
“cinema of sacrifice” is not limited to Las Hurdes. In L'Âge d'or, the 
protagonist (Gaston Modot) defenestrates a giraffe for no apparent reason. 
In Nazarín (1959), the titular character (played by Francisco Rabal) offers 
God a deal: He will sacrifice his own life if God will cure a sick child. In 
Tristana (1970), a rabid dog is shot and killed so it will not infect others. 
And The Exterminating Angel (El ángel exterminador) (1962) closes with 
the image of parishioners trapped in a church being joined by a flock of 
sheep (who, the viewer suspects, will be promptly sacrificed). But Buñuel’s 
fascination with sacrifice is particularly salient in his very first film, made 
with the assistance of Salvador Dalí, Un chien andalou (An Andalusian Dog) 
(1929).  
The iconic opening image of Buñuel slicing a young woman’s eyeball 
open with a razor (derived from one of his dreams) has received a great deal 
of critical attention. For some, such as Ado Kyrou, the scene represents a 
direct assault on the audience: “For the first time in the history of the cinema, 
a director tries not to please but rather to alienate nearly all potential 
spectators” (20). For others, the image has strong sexual undertones; for 
example, Linda Williams claims that it is “reasonable to interpret the 
woman’s split eye as a metaphor for the vagina and the razor as a substitute 
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penis” (83). While these readings are cogent, the sacrificial undertones of 
this act are consistently overlooked in critical exegesis. It is important to 
remember that Buñuel looks up to the heavens before cutting the eye. On 
one level, of course, this permits a striking filmic metaphor, in which the 
thin cloud “slicing” through the full moon prefigures the blade slicing 
through the eye. But it also suggests that what is about to happen is a 
religious rite, one which is somehow meant to appease God. This is further 
underscored by the fact that the woman is not desperately trying to escape 
Buñuel’s blade; rather, she submits to the violence willingly, offering 
herself up as a sacrifice.   
The sacrificial undertones become even clearer as the film proceeds and 
we see a disembodied hand laying in the street. Since Un chien andalou 
suggests the violent removal of both the eye and the hand, it strongly evokes 
Jesus’ words about self-sacrifice in the book of Mark (words which Buñuel, 
with his Jesuit education, would have been familiar with):   
And if thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life 
maimed, than having two hands to go into hell, into the fire that never shall 
be quenched […] And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out: it is better for 
thee to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, than having two eyes to 
be cast into hell fire. (Mark. 9:43, 47, King James Version)  
It is easy to see why this quasi-Surrealist imagery would have been 
appealing to Buñuel, given its visceral, nightmarish undertones and its 
conflation of religious devotion with violence.4   
Another scene in Un chien andalou further underscores its sacrificial 
valences. In it the leading actor (Pierre Batcheff) tries to move toward the 
object of his sexual desire (Simone Mareuill), but is held back by two ropes. 
Attached to these ropes are (among other things) two men in religious garb 
and two dead donkeys sprawled out across grand pianos. On one level, the 
scene clearly suggests a link between religiosity and sexual repression. But 
beyond this, it is significant that the apparently sacrificed donkeys are 
positioned on top of pianos, which are generally associated with high art and 
culture, bourgeois sophistication and refinement. The implication seems 
clear: Behind the façade of modern civilization lies a primitive and violent 
irrationality. Sacrifice is not merely some barbaric ritual of the distant past; 
it is an immanent part of the human condition.  
The same suggestion is made by Derrida in The Gift of Death. In this 
text, Derrida engages in a close reading of Genesis 22 (in which Abraham 
is asked by God to sacrifice his son, Isaac, on Mount Moriah), along with 
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Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling. For Derrida, Moriah is “our habitat 
every second of every day” (69). He asserts:  
As soon as I enter into a relation with the other, with the gaze, look, request, 
love, command, or call of the other, I know that I can respond only by 
sacrificing ethics, that is, by sacrificing whatever obliges me to also respond, 
in the same way, in the same instant, to all the others. I offer a gift of death, 
I betray, I don’t need to raise my knife over my son on Mount Moriah for 
that. (68)  
In other words, for Derrida, to act is to sacrifice. The moment one acts 
on behalf of an other, one sacrifices all the other others for whom one could 
have acted. Sacrifice is thus ineradicable. Derrida elaborates on this point 
with the following example:  
    
By preferring my work, simply by giving it my time and attention, by 
preferring my activity as a citizen or as a professorial and professional 
philosopher […] I am perhaps fulfilling my duty. But I am sacrificing and 
betraying at every moment all my other obligations: my obligations to the 
other others whom I know or don’t know, the billions of my fellows (without 
mentioning the animals that are even more other others than my fellows), 
my fellows who are dying of starvation or sickness.”5 (69)  
   
Buñuel’s films anticipate this Derridean sacrificial economy. While several 
examples could be offered, one of the most revealing is Viridiana. A brief 
recapitulation of the film’s plot will prove useful.   
The film begins with a beautiful young woman named Viridiana (Silvia 
Pinal) who is about to take her vows as a nun. Her uncle Don Jaime 
(Fernando Rey) is filled with lust for her, since she reminds him of his late 
wife. Dom Jaime drugs Viridiana in order to have his way with her, but he 
is apparently stricken with a guilty conscience at the last moment and unable 
to go through with his plan. When Viridiana awakens, her uncle tells her 
about his perverse plot, and she becomes disgusted by him. Unable to fulfill 
his desire, he hangs himself.   
Following this bizarre sequence of events, Viridiana decides that she will 
forgo her plans to become a nun and instead stay in Don Jaime’s mansion to 
provide charity for a group of beggars and invalids. She is also joined at the 
estate by Don Jaime’s son, Jorge (Francisco Rabal), who lusts after her in 
much the same way that his father did. One evening, the beggars are left 
alone in the mansion, and a violent and drunken orgy breaks out (as Handel’s 
Messiah plays on the phonograph). When Viridiana returns and sees the 
mayhem, one of the beggars tries to rape her, and the leper she has been so 
kind to refuses to help her, instead waiting to violate her himself when the 
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first beggar is through. But Jorge steps in and apparently saves Viridiana 
from this gruesome fate. After this traumatic experience, she stops dressing 
in conservative garb, lets her hair down (literally), and joins Jorge and Don 
Jaime’s former servant, Ramona (Margarita Lozano), for a game of cards, 
as a wild rock song plays in the background. The film ends with this image, 
and the implication of a ménage à trois is inescapable.6   
As this intricate and engaging plot unfolds, several scenes suggest 
Buñuel’s continued interest in sacrifice. For example, Viridiana carries with 
her a cross, a hammer, nails, and a crown of thorns, as if she is taking 
literally Jesus’ words “Whosoever will come after me, let him deny himself, 
and take up his cross, and follow me” (Mark 8:34). She is ready and willing 
to offer herself up as a sacrifice. Perhaps she is even desirous of it. After all, 
the very notion of a beautiful young woman carrying around instruments of 
torture has conspicuous masochistic undertones, as if religious devotion can 
function as a displacement of perverse sexual desire. (By the end of the film, 
of course, Viridiana has given up her selfsacrificing spirit, suggested by the 
sight of her crown of thorns being destroyed in a fire.)  
Beyond Viridiana’s embodiment of the virtuous (albeit naïve) sacrificial 
logic of Christianity, the theme of sacrifice is foregrounded by the leper, 
whom Viridiana goes out of her way to help. At one point in the film, he 
picks up a dove and begins petting it. By the time the beggars are trashing 
the mansion, however, he has clearly taken the bird’s life: he begins to 
scatter the dove’s feathers about excitedly.7 This is a remarkably rich scene. 
In part, the killing of a dove foreshadows the innocence that the leper will 
destroy by preparing to rape Viridiana. Additionally, the act represents one 
of the film’s many blasphemies. In the New Testament, the Holy Spirit 
appears at Jesus’ baptism in the form of the dove (Luke 3:22). This is why 
Igna Karetnikova says that the leper “defiles the symbol of the Holy Spirit 
by scattering a dove’s feathers” (92). Thus, destroying the dove can be seen 
as a kind of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, the only sin that the Bible 
indicates is unforgivable (Mark 3:29). But beyond even this, the act 
represents yet another sacrifice. It is almost as if the leper is trying to atone 
in advance for the atrocities he is about to commit. He knows that any sin 
can be forgiven, for the right price. (Indeed, Jorge must pay the leper off 
with a wad of cash to convince him to prevent Viridiana from getting raped.)   
But the most memorable and evocative sacrifice in Viridiana can be 
found in the scene involving Jorge and the tortured dog. Jorge generally 
comes across as a cold-hearted pragmatist, indifferent to the feelings of 
others. But he seems to feel genuine sympathy for animals. (This likely 
comes from his father. While he was alive, Don Jaime ignored his son, 
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leered at his servant’s young daughter, and plotted to rape Viridiana. And 
yet, in a remarkable scene, he goes out of his way to rescue a bee from 
drowning.) Jorge sees a dog tied by a rope to the axle of a cart. The dog is 
struggling to keep up with the cart, yet it must do so to avoid being strangled 
by the rope. Jorge implores the dog’s owner to stop this abuse. When the 
owner refuses, Jorge purchases the dog to alleviate its suffering. He moves 
on with his day, pleased with his altruistic deed. However, as he walks away, 
he fails to notice another dog tied to another cart entering the mise-en-
scène.8   
This scene is often read as the expression of a nihilistic philosophy, one 
which suggests that charity and goodwill are futile and pointless. This is 
likely why New York Times film critic Bosley Crowther said of Viridiana, 
“It is an ugly, depressing view of life.” But I would argue that Buñuel is not 
denigrating Jorge’s act of compassion. Instead, he is simply drawing our 
attention to the fact that by saving one dog, Jorge has sacrificed another. 
This does not mean that Jorge should not have stepped in to help the first 
dog. It simply means that this choice (like all choices) is predicated on 
sacrifice. As Roger Ebert states, “There is always another cart and another 
dog tied to it.” It would be difficult to find a more powerful cinematic 
expression of Derrida’s sacrificial economy. Compare Buñuel’s meditation 
with another passage from The Gift of Death: “How would you ever justify 
the fact that you sacrifice all the cats in the world to the cat that you feed at 
home every morning for years, whereas other cats die of hunger at every 
instant? Not to mention other people” (71). There is no logical reason why 
one of the tortured dogs should be rescued and the other left to suffer. 
Sacrifice, like just about everything else in Buñuel’s universe, is governed 
by blind chance. In this respect, Jorge’s sacrifice is comparable to 
Viridiana’s. She attempts to rescue a small group of beggars, but in so doing, 
she must sacrifice scores of others who will not receive her charity. Jorge 
points this out to her by saying, “Helping a few beggars does nothing for the 
thousands of others,”9 but of course, he is just as imbricated in the Derridean 
sacrificial economy as she is.  
Buñuel’s habitual evocation of religious myths and rituals, such as those 
associated with sacrifice, makes it clear that his relationship to religion is 
not always strictly antagonistic. Peter P. Schillaci, in “Luis Buñuel and the 
Death of God,” emphasizes Buñuel’s role as a “demythologizer” (129). This 
is correct, but I would add that Buñuel is a remythologizer as well. That is, 
Buñuel does not merely iconoclastically dismantle the myths and topoi of 
religion; he also reappropriates them, thereby affirming their value and 
resonance. Myths have historically been used to confront the mysterium 
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tremendum, the inscrutable, the “wholly other [tout autre],” in Derridean 
parlance (57). This may be precisely what draws Buñuel to them, given his 
own fascination with the numinous. As the director himself acknowledges 
in My Last Sigh, “My form of atheism […] leads inevitably to an acceptance 
of the inexplicable. Mystery is inseparable from chance, and our whole 
universe is a mystery. Since I reject the idea of a divine watchmaker (a 
notion even more mysterious than the mystery it supposedly explains), then 
I must consent to live in a kind of shadowy confusion” (174).  
Notes  
1  
As Ernest Ferlita points out, the New Yorker article mistakenly cited Buñuel’s 
original aphorism as “I’m not an atheist, thank God” (236). This error is 
understandable in light of Buñuel’s apparently contradictory statements about God.  
2  
It might be useful here to recall Derrida’s formulation: “Although I confirm that it 
is right to say that I am an atheist, I can’t say myself, ‘I am an atheist’” (“On 
‘Atheism’ and ‘Belief’”).  
3  
Regarding Viridiana (which was strongly condemned by the Vatican) Buñuel 
stated, with characteristic coyness, “I didn’t try to blaspheme, but, of course, the 
Pope knows more about that than I” (qtd. in Karetnikova x).  
4  
The imbrication of religion and violence is another pervasive theme in Buñuel’s 
films. It can be seen in the aforementioned murderous Christ figure in L’Âge d’or, 
the crucifix which doubles as a pocketknife in Viridiana, and the violent reprisals 
against heretics in The Milky Way (La voie lactée) (1969), to offer just a few 
examples.  
5  
The ethicist Peter Singer makes a similar argument in the opening of his book The 
Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty. He suggests that each time 
one purchases something which is not a necessity (like an expensive pair of shoes), 
one implicitly sacrifices the lives of numerous children around the world who are 
dying from starvation, since that money could have been used to save their lives.  
6  It is worth remembering that this film, replete with incest, orgies, attempted rapes, 
and blasphemies, was made in Spain in 1961, during the repressive reign of Franco. 
As Andrew Sarris notes, “How Buñuel managed to realize Viridiana at all under the 
Spanish censor may never be fully explained” (56).  
7  
This scene strongly echoes a passage in L’Âge d’or, in which a sexually frustrated 
Gaston Modot begins tearing pillows open and violently throwing their feathers 
about. As Ado Kyrou usefully points out, “[F]eathers are a clear symbol of 
masturbation” in Freudian psychology (91).  
8  The unnecessary and arbitrary torture or killing of animals recurs 
again and again in Buñuel’s films. Indeed, this is often precisely how he 
accentuates the motif of sacrifice. One cannot help but wonder if this fascination 
with animal cruelty is related to a formative experience which Buñuel had in his 
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youth, recounted in My Last Sigh: “When I was a student, I remember dissecting 
a live frog with a razor blade to see how its heart functioned, an absolutely 
gratuitous experiment for which I still haven’t forgiven myself” (226).   
9  The translation is taken from the Criterion Collection version of 
Viridiana.  
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